DEATH PANGS OF THE EMPIRE
councils of the French Empire; Alexander was the head of the Russian
Empire, The two Empires had been at war for more than two years.
Any attempt by Talleyrand to communicate with the Czar was a treason-
able act which might lead to extremely serious consequences for him.
The precautions he took with the message carried by Vitrolles to the
allied headquarters are ample proof-of this, Furthermore, an interview of
that sort usually had to be arranged beforehand through intermediaries,
could not be secret, and had to take place at exactly the right moment,
which was often very brief. It is easy to see how difficult it must have
been, during the last days of the dying Empire, to find trustworthy in-
termediaries in Paris and to pick the right time, which lasted only
twenty-four hours. If Talleyrand had not given his enigmatic message
to Orloff on March jo, if Orloff had forgotten it en route, if Alexander
had not understood or had ignored it, the interview on the thirty-first
would never have taken place. Alexander would not have signed the
manifesto of April i, and it is impossible to tell when and if peace would
have been concluded. No one, from Alexander on down, had any idea
what to do next, and terrible catastrophes are caused by such a situ-
ation. If Talleyrand and Alexander were able to meet in Paris that
day, it was due to the vision, the resolution, and the courage of Talley-
rand, to his unselfish devotion to the cause of world peace and order.
What prevented him from biding his time, like the marshals, and waiting
for the end of the war to declare for the winner, risking nothing thereby?
I know that for those people who still get angry over the fate of Napo-
leon and his Empire, in the belief that they were a blessing, Talleyrand's
act was sheer treason. In the eyes of those who realize how terribly en-
dangered the whole future of mankind was by Europe's great panic of
1814 and the resulting threat of endless war, Talleyrand, at the risk of
his life, accomplished one of the most heroic deeds in history, a deed
which saved France, Europe, and the whole of mankind. These two
ppints of view are irreconcilable, and all discussion on their merits are
therefore futile, But, in summing up, the situation on March 50 can
be stated thus: Talleyrand and Alexander had to meet for peace to
become possible. But such a meeting could only be lawful after peace
had been made. Talleyrand severed the Gordian knot of a contradicdon
on which the fate of Europe depended.